The Emergen 


DANCEHALL "REGGAE 
in the 1980: in France 


By rics “Tee Gopi” Tasch 

Although France had few Jamaican immigrants living on 
its soil in the 1980s, the reqgae connection was eventually 
established through a population of immigrants, or sons and 
daughters of immigrants, coming mostly from African coun- 
tries and from the French West Indies (Martinique, 
Guadeloupe) and other territories such as Guyana or La Re- 
union. Facing racism, unemployment and other hardships, 
they identified with reggae's message of pride and rebellion 
and its cry for justice. 

In the "70s of course, Jamaican international stars were touring in France regu: 
larly (Dennis Brown, Bob Marley, Culture, Hugh Mundell, Gladiators, Burning Spear) 
and records issued by mainstream companies were available in major distribution 


outlets but French dancehall-reqgae tryouts were very few and often unlistenable, 
‘The first specialized reggae shop opened in Paris in 1979, It was known as Blue 


Heaven and for the first time 7” and 12" singles from Jamaica were available for the 
‘happy few who previously had to shop in London for such records. 


‘Before 1980, there had been attempts at dancehall-reggae records by some major 
figures in the French pop market, the most high-profile of which was of course the two 
‘albums recorded in Jamaica by Serge Gainsbourg in 1979 and 1981 with Jamaican 
musicians (Sly and Robbie, the I-Three). Although "successful." these albums were 
aimed at the mainstream and didn't create a base for an underground scene directly 
connected with the Jamaican dancehall music of the day. Another example was Aimé 
Monpierre, a totally unknown singer even to this day but who recorded two tracks at 
Joe Gibbs studio in 1980. 

Actually it wouldn't be until 1986 that the first "real" French reggae 7" was produced 
on the Youthman Unity label: a double A side single with the titles "En A en I en 0” (In 
‘A, in|, in O) and "Touche Pas à Mon Pote” (Don't touch my friend-the popular slogan of 
‘an anthracist association in France), Pablo Master was the dj who recorded it, Originating 
from Cameroon, he took the Jamaican rub-a-dub style of King Yellowman and Josey 
Wales and transposed it Into French words, seasoning it with African and French spices. 
He was already at the time a recognized live performance artist with the sound system 
Youthman Academy he created in 1984, and would be a major dancehall-reggee artist 
throughout the 1980s and early ‘90s, recording singles and albums, while the stable of 
artists schooled In his academy, most notably Daddy Yod and Super John, would also 
become frontrunners on the scene from the second half of the 1980s onwards. Singles 
from the Youthmen Academy posse followed shortly after Pablo's first effort, one from 
‘dj Mikey Mosman: “La Cocaine C'est le Chemin de la Mort” (Cocaine is the road to death); 
Daddy Yod and Tony Gad: “Eile N'est Pas Prate” (She no ready yet); and Super John: 
“inventeur” ("Originator"). 

In 1988, Princess Erika, a young female singer of Cameroon origin, scored the first 
sizeable hit in French dancehall-reqgae with her title “Trop de Bla-bla” (Too much chat 
ting). This success would lead her to become a prominent artist in the French pop mar- 
ket in the following years while keeping a steady dancehall-reagae scent in her music. 

The other major turning point was the success In 1990-91 of a compilation produced 
by Virgin titled Rapattitude which was focusing on rap music but featured three reggae 
hits from Daddy Yod "Rock en Zonzon" (Jailhouse rock), Sal Sai, "Roulours a l'heure’ 
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(can't be translated) and Tonton David- 
born on the island of Reunion in the Indian 
Qcean-who scored a major national hit 
with his track "Peuples du Monde" (People 
of the world), propelling the young dj to 
stardom with video clips, tv show invita 
tions and a contract with Virgin Records, 
He would eventually perform in Jamaica for 
Reggae Sunsplash in 1992 


Sound Systems 

At the end of 1979, a young Jamaican dj 
known as Lone Ranger landed in Paris 
with his friend Chester and a few boxes of 
records (mostly Studio 1 releases), He 
stayed for six months, playing out on var 
lous occasions in a true Jamaican sound 
system way. It was totally new for the 
French public but it left an Imprint in 


